Politicians, researchers and environment campaigners face increasing urgency in efforts to tackle greenhouse gas emissions in Bali next month, in the face of growing evidence that the problem is developing at unprecedented speed.
A rise of two degrees centigrade in global temperatures -the point considered to be the threshold for catastrophic climate change which will threaten many species and expose millions of people to drought, hunger and flooding -is now "very unlikely" to be avoided, the world's leading climate scientists have revealed.
The latest study from the United Nation's Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) put the inevitability of drastic global warming in the starkest terms yet, stating that major impacts on parts of the world -in particular Africa, Asian river deltas, low-lying islands and the Polar regionsare unavoidable and the focus must be on adapting life to survive the most devastating changes.
The panel meets in Indonesia to try to bolster the Kyoto agreement on greenhouse gas emissions in December.
For more than a decade, the EU has set a rise of two degrees or less in global temperatures above pre-industrial levels as the benchmark after which the effects of climate become devastating, with crop failures, water shortages, sea-level rises, species extinctions and increased disease. And political will appears to be flagging. The former British Prime Minister, Tony Blair, championed the need for cuts in greenhouse gas emissions, but
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The challenges facing the key climate change summit in Bali next month are growing, reports Nigel Williams.
Clouds build ahead of climate summit
UK government officials were reported last month to believe Britain's renewable energy targets were unachievable.
Two years ago, an authoritative study predicted there could be as little as 10 years before the 'tipping point' for global warming was reached, adding a rise of 0.8ºC had already been reached with further rises already locked in because of the time lag in the way carbon dioxide is absorbed into the atmosphere.
The IPCC said that the effects of this rise are being felt sooner than anticipated with the poorest countries and the poorest people set to suffer the worst of shifts in rainfall patterns, temperature rises and viability of agriculture across much of the developing world.
In its latest assessment of the progress of climate change, the body said: "If warming is not kept below two degrees centigrade, which will require the strongest Powered up: Many developed countries are not doing enough to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. (Photo: Lester Lefkowitz/ Photolibrary.) mitigation efforts, and currently looks very unlikely to be achieved, the substantial global impacts will occur, such as species extinctions, and millions of people at risk from drought, hunger and flooding."
Under the scale of risk used by the IPCC, the words 'very unlikely' mean there is just a 10 per cent chance of limiting the global temperature rise to two centigrade or less.
Martin Parry, co-chairman of the IPCC, said he believed it would now be "very difficult" to achieve the target and that governments need to combine efforts to "mitigate" climate change by reducing carbon dioxide emissions with "adaptation" to tackle active consequences such as crop failures and flooding.
The IPCC assessment states that up to two billion people will face water shortages and up to 30 per cent of plant and animal species would be put at risk of extinction if the average rise in temperature stabilises at 1.5ºC to 2.5ºC.
Rajendra Pachauri, the chairman of the IPCC, said that 2015 was the last year in which the world could afford a net rise in greenhouse gas emissions, after which "very sharp reductions" are required.
An even more recent study reported in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, finds a dramatic decline in the ability of the Earth to soak up man-made excess carbon dioxide. The discovery that more carbon dioxide from human activity is persisting in the atmosphere rather than being absorbed by forests and oceans is causing alarm.
Researchers fear that much-anticipated 'feedback' in the global climate -when increases in carbon dioxide in the atmosphere trigger further increases in the gas -has already begun to occur decades before many of the predictions.
"We always said that these feedbacks would happen in the future, but what this study shows is that these feedbacks are happening right now," said Josep Canadell, executive director of the Global Climate project in Canberra, and lead author on the study.
About half of the carbon dioxide emissions resulting from human activities are absorbed by natural 'sinks' on land and in the oceans but the new study shows that the efficiency of these sinks has fallen significantly over the past half century.
"What we are seeing is a decrease in the planet's ability to absorb carbon emissions due to human activity. Fifty years ago, for every tonne of carbon dioxide emitted, 600 kg were removed by natural sinks. In 2006, only 550 kg were removed per tonne and that amount is falling", says Canadell.
The study also found that the amount of carbon dioxide released into the atmosphere from human activities has accelerated in recent years not just because of the growth of the global economy but because, for the first time in a century, the efficiency with which fossil fuels are used has stagnated.
Politicians know that they face a tough meeting in Bali to try to bolster the Kyoto agreement which did not involve many now key countries such as the US, India and China. And the evidence is building that whatever timelines they are considering, they will be too long.
